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Abstract 
This paper provides an international perspective to the question of parental satisfaction by 
analysing a rich, and relatively recent, set of data from the Programme for International 
Student Assessment's 2006 survey of the knowledge and skills of 15-year olds (hereafter, 
PISA 2006). A new feature of PISA 2006 (absent from PISA 2000 and PISA 2003) was a 
questionnaire, administered in some of the participating countries to the parents of the 
children who were tested, which asked parents a detailed set of questions about their 
perception of the quality of the school in which their children were studying.  After 
marrying the answers to these questions to related information, also provided by PISA 
2006, about the schools and the socio-economic position of the parents, this study uses 
econometric methods (logit models allied to probability decompositions) to examine the 
relative strength of a range of factors which influenced parental views about schooling.  
The results showed that while parental views were inevitably coloured by how well their 
children were doing at school, these "performance effects" were swamped by parental 
attributes (particularly their occupational class) and school characteristics (particularly 
state versus private schools and the role of academic selection in admissions to schools).  
A noteworthy feature of the results was the country effect: ceteris paribus levels of 
satisfaction varied considerably between countries with Northern European and Asian 
parents being the least satisfied. 
"And still they gaz'd and still the wonder grew, 
That one small head could carry all he knew". 
Oliver Goldsmith, The Deserted Village 
1- Introduction 
There is growing disquiet among social scientists that public policy, with its focus on 
raising national income, may not be giving people what they want – which is, to be happy 
– and, for this reason, there is a concomitant unease about the wisdom of harnessing 
economic policy to the yoke of economic performance (Frank, 1997, 1999; Layard, 
2006).   Within the context of happiness, there is a distinction between “context-free” and 
“context-specific” happiness.   Context-free well-being covers feelings in any setting 
while context-specific well-being covers feelings within a specific setting.  One such 
                                               
1 We are grateful to the Editors and an anonymous referee for several valuable comments. The data 
on which this paper is based are from the OECD's Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) available from www.pisa.oecd.org.  However, we are entirely responsible for 
the results reported in the paper and for all its deficiencies. 
*BOROOAH, Vani K , corresponding author. School of Economics, University of Ulster, 
Newtownabbey, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom. (Email: vk.borooah@ulster.ac.uk ). 
MANGAN, John E, department of Economics, University of Queensland, Brisbane, QLD, 
Australia (Email: j.mangan@bel.uq.edu.au). 
 
Regional and Sectoral Economic Studies                                                                Vol. 11-3 (2011) 
 158 
setting is the workplace; another is the school.  However, while there have been several 
studies of worker satisfaction2, the issue of parental satisfaction with their children's 
schooling have received relatively less attention in the academic literature.3  
Friedman, Bobrowski, and Geraci (2006) set out many of the reasons why studying 
parental satisfaction with schools might be important: the need for such research 
increases as parental choice in schooling expands (McCully and Malin, 2003); satisfied 
parents are more likely to keep children at their schools and to recommend such schools 
to others (File et. al., 1992, Taylor and Baker, 1994);  children’s wellbeing  at school is 
strongly linked to educational attainments and labour market success (Gibbons and Silva, 
2011); minority concerns about schools can be addressed through research on the school 
satisfaction of minority group parents.   Indeed one may paraphrase Hammersh (2001) to 
claim that: “only one measure, the satisfaction that parents derive from their children's 
schools, might be viewed as reflecting how they react to the entire panoply of school 
characteristics…it can be viewed as a single metric that allows parents to compare the 
current school to other schooling opportunities”.4 
In such circumstances it is important to determine the processes that form parental 
satisfaction, particularly if they lead to outcomes where parental satisfaction is not 
directly aligned with student happiness and well being.  A number of studies show that 
parental satisfaction is often driven by both the overall academic performance of the 
school, either directly through the enhanced performance of the student or indirectly by 
that student being associated with a “good” school (Hastings, Kane and Stiger, 2005, 
Chevalier and Feinstein, 2006).   The link between academic performance and economic 
life outcomes is well established, but as Heckman et.al (2006) point out, so is the 
enjoyment and fulfilment that students experience from school.   For example, Gibbons 
and Sligo (2009) argue that “happiness and enjoyment and childhood are similarly 
correlated with economic and emotional well-being later in life” (p. 1). The authors use  
data from the Longitudinal Survey of Young people in England (LSYPE) to confirm that 
test-based measures of  school quality tend to “dominate parental satisfaction with the 
learning environment” (p. 30) but argue that  quantitative performance measures are not 
strongly associated with pupil happiness and well-being at school.  
The recognition of the broader aspects of pupil well-being is expressed in the “Every 
Child Matters” (ECM) campaign in the UK and the “No Child left Behind” program in 
the United States.5   Noticeably, the ECM only makes indirect mention of academic 
outcomes choosing to stress, health, safety, enjoyment and achievement, positive 
contribution and economic well-being as the prime goals for all students.  This type of 
emphasis raises important questions about the determinants of parental motivation and 
child-focused outcomes including the question of whether  parental drive for satisfaction 
                                               
2 Warr (1999) and Borooah (2009) provide comprehensive surveys of the issues surrounding job 
satisfaction. 
3 However, see Bauch and Goa, 2000; Conyers, 2000; Griffith, 2000; Poterfield, 2003 and 
Hastings, Kane and Staiger 2005. 
4 Hammersh  (2001, p.2) wrote: “only one measure, the satisfaction that workers derive from their 
jobs, might be viewed as reflecting how they react to the entire panoply of job characteristics…it 
can be viewed as a single metric that allows the worker to compare the current job to other labour 
market opportunities”. 
5 For a discussion of the aims and rationale of the program see Barker (2009) 
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that is fully or mainly driven by test-based academic scores may be having adverse life 
outcomes for students and for society as a whole.  If so, those countries where parents 
more suitably judge the academic performance/overall happiness mix of their children 
may develop a competitive advantage over those that do not. 
However, a feature of existing studies of school satisfaction is that they have tended to be 
country specific and, often, specific to a city or region within a country; in consequence, 
they do not have much to offer by way of international comparisons.  In contrast to such 
national, and sub-national, studies, this paper provides an international perspective to the 
question of parental satisfaction by analysing a rich, and relatively recent, set of data from 
the Programme for International Student Assessment's 2006 survey of the knowledge and 
skills of 15-year olds (hereafter, PISA 2006).6  A new feature of PISA 2006 (absent from 
its earlier surveys, PISA 2000 and PISA 2003) was a questionnaire administered in some 
of the participating countries to the parents of the children who were tested.  This 
questionnaire inter alia asked parents a detailed set of questions about their perception of 
the quality of the school in which their child (or children) was studying.  After marrying 
the answers to these questions to related information, also provided by PISA 2006, about 
the schools and the socio-economic position of the parents, this study uses econometric 
methods to examine the relative strength of a range of factors which influenced parental 
views about schooling. 
2- A Parental "Satisfaction with Schooling" Index  
The data used in this study were the result of three separate questionnaires administered 
by PISA 2006.  The first was a student questionnaire administered to nearly 400,000 
students who took the PISA tests: in addition to providing the test scores of every student, 
PISA 2006 contains a wealth of information on the personal and domestic circumstances 
of the students. 7 A second questionnaire, which was addressed to the heads of 
approximately 14,500 schools in which the students were enrolled, asked about the salient 
features of the schools and their qualitative and quantitative resources.8  A third 
questionnaire, which was a new feature of PISA 2006, was addressed to parents of PISA 
participating students in some of the participating countries. In total 95,008 parents 
responded and these comprised: Bulgaria (4,498 parents), Colombia (4,478 parents), 
Croatia (5,213 parents), Denmark (4,532 parents), Germany(4,891parents), Hong Kong 
(4,645 parents), Iceland (3,789 parents), Italy (21,773 parents), Korea (5,176 parents), 
Luxembourg (4,567 parents), Macao (4,760 parents), New Zealand (4,823 parents), 
Poland (5,547 parents), Portugal (5,109 parents), Qatar (6,265 parents), and Turkey 
(4,942 parents).  By merging the datasets engendered by each of these questionnaires - 
student, school, and parents - a combined data set was created in which the unit of 
observation was the parent (that is, the 95,008 respondents to the parental questionnaire) 
and which set alongside the details of every parent, the details about their children and 
about the schools their children attended.   
                                               
6 PISA is a collaborative effort, involving all OECD countries and a significant number of partner 
countries, to measure how well 15 year students “are prepared to meet the challenges of today’s 
knowledge society”.    
7 The PISA 2006 assessments consisted of paper-and-pencil tests and the following domains were 
tested: (i) mathematical literacy; (ii) reading literacy; (iii) scientific literacy. 
8 For example, school size, the number of teachers, their qualifications. 
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One of the questions which parents were asked about their children's school was if they 
strongly agreed/agreed/disagreed/strongly disagreed as to whether:  
1. The teachers seemed competent.  
2. Standards of achievement were high.  
3. The content taught, and the instructional methods employed, were to the 
parent's satisfaction.  
4. The disciplinary atmosphere was to the parent's satisfaction. 
5. The child's progress was carefully monitored by the school. 
6. The school provided regular and useful information on the child's 
progress. 
7. The school did a good job in educating its students. 
 
For each of the seven aspects of satisfaction listed above, we assigned a score of 4 if the 
parent's answer was "strongly agreed", 3 if it was "agreed", 2 if it was "disagreed", and 1 
if it was "strongly disagreed" and, then, we constructed for each parent an aggregate 
satisfaction score (SS) as the sum of its aspect scores: the minimum value of this 
aggregate score was 7 and the maximum was 28.  Finally, we defined a satisfaction index 
(SI) as:  
 
min( ) 100
max( ) min( )
SS SSSI
SS SS

 

 
 
The satisfaction index takes values between 0 (minimum satisfaction) and 100 (maximum 
satisfaction) and has a defined value for every parent who answered with respect to each 
of the above seven satisfaction aspects: there were 78,215 such parents and SI=x for a 
parent means that the satisfaction level of that parent was x% of its maximum possible 
value: SI=100 and SI=0 for respectively, 2,552 and 77 of these parents.    
Table 1 reports the values of SI by country and shows, alongside these, the value of the 
Gini coefficient associated with the distribution of the SI values across the parents in that 
country.  The highest levels of satisfaction were recorded in Colombia (77.3), Bulgaria 
(72.4), and Poland (72.1) and the lowest for Korea (60.5), Germany (60.7), and Hong 
Kong (60.8).   The highest levels of inequality in the distribution of the SI values were for 
Germany (Gini=0.17), Qatar (0.16), and Denmark, Luxembourg, and Turkey (Gini=0.15).  
The Gini coefficient, for N parents (i=1...j) is defined as: 
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In other words, the Gini coefficient is computed as half the mean of the difference in the 
SI values between pairs of parents, divided by the average value ().  So, G=0.15 implies 
that the difference in SI values between two parents chosen at random will be 30 percent 
of the average: since =66.7, this difference will be 20 points. 
Remembering that the SI is constructed by summing the scores for the seven specific 
satisfaction aspects - items 1-7 above - a natural question that arises from observing 
inequality in the distribution of the SI values is the source of inequality: what is 
contribution to overall inequality (i.e. to inequality in SS, the aggregate satisfaction 
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scores) of inequality in the distribution of the component aspects?   This question can be 
answered using the methodology of inequality decomposition by factor components due 
to Shorrocks (1982): if yr is the vector of scores associated with the rth aspect (r=1,..,7), 
and 
7
1r
 ry y  is the vector of SS scores,  the proportionate contribution of inequality in 
the distribution of yr to inequality in the distribution of y, is: 
 covariance( )
variance( )r
s 
ry, y
y
 
 
The smallest diversity of views among parents was regarding the competence of teachers: 
computed across all countries, inequality in the distribution of its scores contributed 12 
percent to overall inequality.  The largest diversity of views among parents related to 
receiving regular information on progress (feedback) and on the monitoring of progress: 
computed across all countries, inequality in the distribution of feedback and monitoring 
scores contributed 16 percent to overall inequality.  The interesting feature was that this 
pattern of inequality contributions by the seven different satisfaction aspects was mirrored 
in every country. 
3- Econometric Estimates 
The first set of econometric estimates related to explaining inter-parental variations in the 
SI values and Table 2 shows the regression estimates obtained with SI as the dependent 
variables.  The estimates are to be interpreted as marginal changes in the SI value given a 
unit change in the associated explanatory variable.  For discrete variables, an estimate 
represents the change in the SI value consequent upon a move from the referenced 
category for that variable to the category in question, the values of the other variables 
unchanged.  For continuous variables, an estimate represents the change in the SI value 
consequent upon a unit change in the value of the variable, the values of the other 
variables unchanged.  
So, for example, compared to its value for the referenced category of blue collar, low 
skilled parents, ceteris paribus the value of the SI is 1.43 points lower for white collar, 
high skilled parent; compared to its value when the respondent was the father, the value 
of the SI is 0.29 points lower when the respondent was the mother ceteris paribus.9   The 
estimates shown in Table 2 highlight several points.  First, the equation provides a good 
explanation of the variation in the SI values with the explanatory variables collectively 
explaining 95 percent of this variation (adjusted R2=95.2). Second, the estimates 
associated with the country dummies are strong and well determined with very small 
standard errors and, in consequence, high t-values; moreover, the coefficients associated 
with the different countries differ considerably from each other so that, for example, a 
change of country from Germany to Colombia would ceteris paribus raise the SI value by 
16.2 points.10  Third, several parental attributes significantly affected the SI values: the 
                                               
9 The PISA 2006 parental questionnaire identified the respondent as the mother or the father of the 
child: 67 percent of the 86,553 questionnaires were answered by mothers, 31 percent by fathers, 
and 2 percent by guardians (whose gender was not identified). 
10 80.4 (Colombia estimate) less 64.2 (Germany estimate). 
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role of occupational class11 (with white collar parents being, on average, less satisfied 
than blue collar parents) and the gender of the respondent (with mothers, on average, 
displaying lower levels of satisfaction than fathers) have been referred to above. In 
addition, parents were less inclined to be satisfied the higher their education: every 
additional year of parental education reduced the SI value by 0.12 points.12 Fourth, 
compared to native-born parents, immigrant parents were more inclined to be satisfied by 
0.62 points and parents who spoke the native language at home were less inclined to be 
satisfied than those whose language at home was different (by 1.11 points).13  Fifth, 
school characteristics also exerted a significant influence on levels of parental 
satisfaction: satisfaction levels were lower for state schools compared to private schools 
(by 5.52 points); parents were more satisfied with schools which "streamed" pupils in all 
subjects (0.52 points) compared to schools which did not group by ability, or grouped 
only for some subjects; compared to schools in which academic selection did not play a 
part in admissions, parents favoured schools in which academic selection was a 
prerequisite (by 1.3 points); lastly, parental satisfaction levels rose as the proportion of 
girls in the school  increased and fell with a rise in the student-teacher ratio.14  Sixth, 
parents' satisfaction levels were influenced by how well their children were doing at 
school - the higher a child's PISA scores (particularly in mathematics and reading), the 
greater the value of the SI; however, the size of these "performance effects" were dwarfed 
by parental (particularly, occupational class and years of schooling) attributes and school 
(particularly, state versus private, and academic selection policy) characteristics. 
An alternative method of conducting an econometric investigation into parental 
satisfaction with schooling would have been to create, for each aspect of satisfaction, a 
binary divide such that parents were satisfied with respect to a particular feature (say, 
"teachers were competent") if they "strongly agreed" or "agreed" with the relevant 
statement and dissatisfied if they "disagreed" or "strongly disagreed" with it.  Aggregated 
over the 80,340 parents in 16 countries who responded to questions 1-7, the lowest level 
of dissatisfaction was with the competence of teachers (10 percent of parents dissatisfied) 
and the highest level of dissatisfaction was with high achievement standards (23 percent 
of parents dissatisfied); disciplinary atmosphere (22 percent of parents dissatisfied); 
progress carefully monitored (21 percent of parents dissatisfied); and regular information 
on progress (25 percent of parents dissatisfied). Overall, however, only 13 percent of 
parents were dissatisfied that the school was doing a good job educating its students. 
From the seven facets of parental satisfaction listed above, three were chosen for 
econometric investigation: the disciplinary atmosphere in the school (item 4, above; 
hereafter, simply "discipline"); the provision of regular and useful information about the 
                                               
11 Occupational class was taken to be the highest occupational class of the parents, regardless of 
the occupation of the respondent. 
12 PISA 2006 defined the educational attainment of parents in terms of an International Standard of 
Classification of Education (ISCED) level and then converted the ISCED level into years of 
education. 
13 "Native language" is the language in which the PISA tests were conducted. 
14 This last point might explain why parents were sanguine about large class sizes: the size of the 
class was a secondary consideration in determining satisfaction levels compared to the student-
teacher ratio. 
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child's progress (item 6, above: hereafter, simply "feedback"); and doing a good job in 
educating students (item, 7 above: hereafter, simply "good job").  The first two of these - 
discipline and feedback - reflect two important specific concerns of parents (Tuck, 1995); 
the third reflects an overall assessment by the parent of the quality of education provided 
by the school.  For each of these three facets, we defined a binary variable which took the 
value 1 if the parent was "satisfied" (as defined above) with that aspect, 0 if he/she was 
"dissatisfied".  With these as the dependent variable, we then estimated the three logit 
equations on a vector of variables, ijX  being the value of the j
th variable for the ith parent 
(j=1…J).15   
Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004) drew attention to differences between psychologists 
and sociologists, on the one hand, and economists, on the other, in their use of happiness 
or satisfaction scores in econometric analyses. The former interpret such scores as 
cardinal and comparable across individuals and thus use ordinary least squares 
regressions using these scores as dependent variables. Economists, however, assume the 
scores are only ordinal - compared to a lower score, a higher score represents greater 
satisfaction but by how much is unknown - and in consequence prefer to use latent 
variable models in which the observed score is the result of the (unobservable) value of 
the latent variable crossing a critical threshold(s).  Assuming a single threshold, as in this 
paper, results in a logit (or probit) model; assuming a multiplicity of thresholds results in 
ordered logit (or probit) models.  In practice, however, as Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters 
(2004) pointed out, assuming cardinality or ordinality does not affect the results 
substantially. In this light, it should not make much difference that the original four 
categories of satisfaction were collapsed into just two: "satisfied" (strongly agreed or 
agreed) or "dissatisfied" (disagreed or strongly disagreed). In econometric terms, this 
meant that the equations were estimated using the method of logit rather than ordered 
logit.  
A natural question to ask from the logistic model is how the probability of being satisfied 
would change in response to a change in the value of one of the variables.  These 
probabilities are termed marginal probabilities. For discrete variables, the marginal 
probabilities refer to changes in the outcome probabilities consequent upon a move from 
the referenced category for that variable to the category in question, the values of the 
other variables remaining unchanged.  For continuous variables, the marginal 
probabilities refer to changes in the outcome probabilities consequent upon a unit change 
in the value of the variable, the values of the other variables remaining unchanged. Table 
3 shows, for each of the three logit equations, the marginal probabilities associated with 
the various determining variables.   
The logit results in Table 3 mirror many of the conclusions obtained from the regression 
analysis of the SI values (Table 2) but, by focusing on specific aspects of satisfaction, 
they also serve to refine them. The age of the parent did not affect the likelihood of being 
                                               
15 The logit equation is 
1
Pr( 1)
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  for J coefficients,  βj and for 
observations on J variables. 
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satisfied either with respect to feedback or doing a good job.16 However, age did exert a 
significant influence on the likelihood of being satisfied with discipline, with older 
parents being more likely to be satisfied than younger ones: compared to parents younger 
than 36 years, parents who were older than 45 years were 4.1 percentage points more 
likely - and parents between 36 and 45 years were 3.4 points more likely - to be satisfied 
with discipline in their children's schools.  
Compared to fathers, mothers were much more likely to be dissatisfied with discipline 
and with feedback.  This would suggest that, compared to fathers, mothers were either 
more involved in the day-to-day schooling of their children or they were more demanding 
of schools in terms of discipline and feedback.  However, there did not appear to be any 
difference between mothers and fathers in their attitude towards schools doing a good job. 
The likelihood of being satisfied with all three schooling aspects was significantly 
affected by the occupational class of the parents. Compared to parents in blue collar low 
skilled occupations, white collar parents - in both high skilled and low skilled occupations 
- were less likely to be satisfied with all three schooling aspects: discipline, feedback, and 
doing a good job.17 By contrast, compared to blue collar low skilled parents, blue collar 
high skilled parents were more likely to be satisfied with all three aspects of schooling.18  
The number of years of parental schooling had a negative effect on the likelihood of 
being satisfied with all three schooling aspects: each additional year of schooling reduced 
the likelihood of being satisfied with discipline by 0.3 points, the likelihood of being 
satisfied with feedback by 0.2 points, and the likelihood of being satisfied with the school 
doing a good job by 0.3 points.19 Compared to parents born in the country, immigrant 
parents were more likely to be satisfied with feedback and with doing a good job.  
Several aspects of the schools significantly impinged upon these probabilities.  Compared 
to private schools, the likelihood of parents being satisfied was significantly lower in 
state schools: by 8.6 points for discipline; by 7.2 points for feedback; and by 4.6 points 
for doing a good job.  Another feature which consistently affected parents' satisfaction 
levels was academic selection: compared to parents with children in schools where 
selection was by non-academic criteria, parents of children in schools in which academic 
selection was a prerequisite were more likely to be satisfied on all three counts - 
discipline (by 2.8 points), feedback (by 2.3 points), and doing a good job (by 1.1 points). 
Other features of the schools affected some aspects of satisfaction but not others: larger 
class sizes significantly increased the likelihood of being satisfied with discipline; a larger 
proportion of girls in schools significantly increased the likelihood of being satisfied with 
discipline but significantly reduced the likelihood of being satisfied with feedback; a 
higher student-teacher ratio significantly reduced the likelihood of being satisfied with 
feedback. 
                                               
16 Age was taken to be the highest age of the parents, regardless of the age of the respondent. 
17 For white collar high skilled parents by, respectively: 1.2, 3.0, and 1.3 points; for white collar 
low skilled parents by, respectively: 1.8, 2.3, and 1.1 points. 
18 By, respectively,1.6, 0.9, and 0.7 points. 
19 PISA 2006 converted the highest educational level of the parents (defined by the ISCED level) 
into years of schooling (OECD, 2007, p. 333 and Table A1.1).   
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As with the regression estimates of Table 2, the marginal probabilities of Table 3 show 
that the better a child's scores in the PISA tests (particularly in mathematics), the greater 
the likelihood of its parents being satisfied with all three schooling aspects; however, as 
with the regression analysis, the size of these "performance effects" were dwarfed by 
parental (particularly, occupational class) and school (particularly, state versus private, 
and academic selection policy) characteristics. 
In addition to these three sets of factors - parental circumstances, school characteristics, 
and children's performance - there were significant country-specific effects on the 
likelihood of being satisfied.  In terms of doing a good job, the econometric results 
separated the 17 countries in the PISA 2006 parental survey into two groups: those in 
which parents were "structurally satisfied", and those in which parents were "structurally 
dissatisfied", with their children's schools.  Countries in which parents were "structurally 
satisfied" ("structurally dissatisfied") were those in which, after controlling for parental 
and school variables, parents took a positive (negative) view about schools.  In general, 
parents in North European and Asian countries - Denmark, Germany, Luxembourg, Hong 
Kong, and Macao - were structurally dissatisfied while parents in South European 
countries (Italy and Portugal), newly emerging countries (Croatia and Poland), and 
countries outside Europe and Asia (Colombia, New Zealand, and Qatar) were structurally 
satisfied. 
4-  Inter-country Differences in Parental Satisfaction 
In order to investigate more fully the nature of structural differences between countries, in 
levels of parental satisfaction with their children's schools, the three "satisfaction 
equations" (specified in Table 3) were estimated separately for two neighbouring 
countries of Western Europe: Italy from the group of "structurally satisfied" countries 
with 13,280 parents and Germany from the group of "structurally dissatisfied" countries 
with 2,926 parents.  For economy of space these results are not shown but, of course, are 
available on request from the authors.  There were several statistically significant 
differences between the Italian and the German coefficients. In terms of discipline  and 
feedback, German parents who were white collar high skilled were less likely to be 
satisfied than their Italian counterparts; in terms of discipline, feedback, and the school 
doing a good job, German parents were more likely to be satisfied when academic 
selection was a prerequisite for admission.  In terms of discipline and doing a good job, 
German parents were less likely to be satisfied with state schools, compared to private 
schools. 
All in all, 78.6 percent of Italian parents, compared to 70.4 percent of German parents, 
were satisfied with the disciplinary atmosphere in their children's schools; 81.9 percent of 
Italian parents, compared to only 45.8 percent of German parents, were satisfied with the 
feedback they received from their children's schools;  and 92.4 percent of Italian parents, 
compared to 76.5 percent of German parents, were satisfied that their children's schools 
were doing a good job in educating its pupils.   
These differences naturally raise the question of where their source might lie: what part of 
these differences was the consequence of parental of parental characteristics being 
different between Italians and Germans? What part of these differences was due to 
parental responses to a particular set of characteristics being different between Italians 
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and Germans and Italians?  In terms of the econometric equations, characteristic 
differences are manifested in the values of the determining variables being different 
between Italy and Germany while response differences are manifested in the coefficients 
associated with the determining variables being different between parents in the two 
countries. 
In order to answer the above questions, we employed a variant of the Oaxaca (1973) and 
Blinder (1973) method (hereafter, O-B) of decomposing differences between groups, in 
their respective mean values, into a “discrimination” and a “characteristics” component.  
This method, which is arguably the most widely used decomposition technique in 
economics has been extended from its original setting within regression analysis, to 
explaining group differences in probabilities derived from models of discrete choice with 
a binary dependent variable and estimated using logit/probit methods (Nielsen, 1998). 
The O-B decomposition (and its extension) is formulated for situations in which the 
sample is subdivided into two mutually exclusive and (collectively exhaustive) groups, 
such as, for example, Italian and German parents.  Then, one may decompose the 
difference between Italian and German parents in their average proportions of being 
satisfied into two parts: one due to inter-country differences in the coefficient (or 
response) vectors, and the other due to inter-country differences in the variable (or 
characteristics) vectors.   
The characteristics contribution (to the observed difference in proportions) is computed 
by asking what the average Italian-German difference in proportions would have been if 
the difference in characteristics between German and Italian parents had been evaluated 
using a common coefficient vector.  The response contribution is then computed as a 
residual - as the observed difference in proportions less the characteristics contribution. 
The critical question pertains to the common coefficient vector used to compute the 
characteristics contribution?  Typically, two separate computations of the characteristics 
contribution are provided using, in turn, the coefficient vectors of the two groups (Italian 
and German parents) as the common vector. 
Column 1 of Tables 4-6 shows the difference between Italian and German parents in the 
average proportions satisfied with the three different aspects of schooling: discipline, 
feedback, and doing a good job.  On average, compared to Italian parents, German 
parents were: less likely by 8.2 percentage points to be satisfied with discipline; less 
likely by 36.1 points to be satisfied with feedback; and less likely by 15.9 points to be 
satisfied with the school doing a good job.  
Column 2 of Tables 4-6 shows the amount of the overall gap that is due to the 
characteristics effect when the characteristics of Italian and German parents are both 
evaluated using Italian coefficients; similarly, column 4 of Tables 4-6 shows the amount 
of the overall gap that is due to the characteristics effect when Italian and German 
characteristics are both evaluated using German coefficients. Five of the six 
characteristics contributions were negative. This means that if the characteristics of 
German parents were evaluated using Italian responses then, compared to Italian parents, 
a larger proportion of German parents would be satisfied with all three aspects of schools 
(Tables 4-6, column 2). Similarly, if the characteristics of Italian parents were evaluated 
using German responses then, compared to German parents, a smaller proportion of 
Italian parents would be satisfied with two aspects of schools (Tables 4 and 6, column 4).  
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In other words, almost all of the difference between Italian and German parents in their 
respective proportions satisfied with the three aspects of schools analysed (discipline, 
feedback, and doing a good job) could be explained by inter-country differences in 
responses, with inter-country differences in characteristics making little or no 
contribution.   
However, the size of the characteristics effect differed, though not by much, according to 
whether Italian or German coefficients were used in the evaluation.  The largest 
difference was in respect of satisfaction with feedback where evaluation at Italian 
coefficients yielded a small but negative characteristics effect but evaluation at German 
coefficients yielded a larger and positive characteristics effect.  
  
 5- Conclusions 
This paper, which conducted an investigation, extending over several countries, into the 
factors influencing levels of parental satisfaction with their children's schools, argued that 
such factors could be placed in one of three broad categories: endogenous factors; 
exogenous factors; and country effects.  The first category had to do with parental 
characteristics: the occupational class of parents; whether the child's father or the mother 
answered the satisfaction questionnaire; the parent's level of education; and, on occasion, 
the parent's age.  The second category concerned school characteristics: state versus 
private; the role of academic selection; grouping of students by ability; student-teacher 
ratios etc.  The third category had to do with the parent’s country of residence. 
As regards the endogenous factors, one can say with some justification that the sources of 
dissatisfaction often lay within the parents themselves: parents who could be described as 
"white collar" displayed lower levels of satisfaction than "blue collar" parents (Table 2); 
mothers were less inclined to be satisfied than fathers (Table 2) in particular on matters of 
discipline and receiving feedback (Table 3); levels of satisfaction fell as the level of 
parental education rose, both in terms of aggregate satisfaction as measured by the 
satisfaction index (Table 2) and in terms of the specific aspects of satisfaction (Table 3); 
and immigrant parents, compared to their native born counterparts, were more inclined to 
be satisfied.  
As regards the exogenous factors, there was a general dislike of state schools by parents 
in all the countries. Whether that was because state schools, on average, were markedly 
worse than private schools or whether the cause lay in a reluctance to find fault with 
private schools having paid their, often large, fees could be subject of a separate study - 
this paper simply notes the very definite direction of parental preference. In terms of 
school academic policy, parents were very significantly in favour of two aspects: 
grouping of students by ability in all subjects and academic selection as the basis for 
admission.  In terms of resources, parents desired a low student-staff ratio but, after that, 
showed a preference for larger classes (Table 2). 
A noteworthy feature of the results was the country effect: ceteris paribus levels of 
satisfaction varied considerably between countries.  Satisfaction levels were lower for 
parents in North European and Asian countries - Denmark, Germany, Luxembourg, Hong 
Kong, and Macao - compared to levels for parents in South European countries (Italy and 
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Portugal), newly emerging countries (Croatia and Poland), and countries outside Europe 
and Asia (Colombia, New Zealand, and Qatar).  
Inter-country differences in satisfaction were explored through a comparison of Italian 
and German parents. This showed that the higher satisfaction levels of Italian parents 
could not be explained by the fact that, compared to Germany, Italian parents had 
attributes better disposed to being satisfied (for example, more blue collar parents), or that 
Italian schools had better characteristics. Instead, the entire difference could be explained 
by the fact that, compared to German parents, Italian parents responded more favourably 
to several of the endogenous and exogenous factors that impinged upon parental 
satisfaction.   In other words German parents, compared to Italian parents, may be “harder 
to please” across the same criteria, conversely Italian parents may have a broader 
criterion base for determining satisfaction. It may well be that the determinants of 
parental satisfaction do not correlate well with those of overall student well-being but 
currently they form the major drivers in shaping educational curricular, especially in 
private schools. 
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Table 1: Values of  the Satisfaction Index and Gini Coefficient, by country* 
 
Country Number of Parents SI value Gini value 
Bulgaria 4,071 72.4 0.12 
Colombia 4,022 77.3 0.12 
Croatia 4,887 67.5 0.12 
Denmark 2,656 63.2 0.15 
Germany 3,746 60.7 0.17 
Hong Kong 4,466 60.8 0.12 
Iceland 2,305 64.6 0.13 
Italy 18,182 68.2 0.11 
Korea 4,985 60.5 0.13 
Luxembourg 3,276 64.4 0.15 
Macao 4,607 62.9 0.11 
New Zealand 3,147 68.6 0.12 
Poland 5,091 72.1 0.12 
Portugal 4,373 67.0 0.11 
Qatar 3,715 66.4 0.16 
Turkey 4,686 64.9 0.15 
All countries 78,215 66.7 0.13 
 
The value of the Gini coefficient is computed from the SI values for the parents in the country. 
 
 
Table 2: Regression Estimates for the Satisfaction Index Equation 
 
Explanatory Variables Coefficient 
Estimate 
t value 
Respondent is mother -0.289 -2.13 
Age of Respondent: (Referenced category: under 36    
years) 
  
36-45 years -0.676 -1.15 
46+ years -0.568 -0.96 
Highest Occupational Parental Occupational Class: 
(Referenced category: Blue collar, low skilled) 
  
White collar, high skilled -1.433 -5.99 
White collar, low skilled -0.990 -4.11 
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Blue collar, high skilled 0.652 2.59 
Highest Parental education in years -0.122 -5.44 
Immigrant 0.621 2.65 
Native language speaker -1.148 -4.28 
State school -5.521 -24.24 
School size 0.000 0.23 
Class size 0.023 2.06 
Students grouped by ability:   
Some subjects 0.044 0.28 
All subjects 0.522 2.74 
Proportion of girls in the school 1.005 3.39 
Student-teacher ratio -0.033 -1.81 
Academic selection: 
(Referenced category:No role for academic    
selection) 
  
Academic selection considered 0.177 1.18 
Academic selection is a prerequisite 1.298 6.74 
Child's scores in PISA tests   
Mathematics 0.010 6.01 
Reading 0.004 2.61 
Science  -0.003 -1.55 
Country   
Colombia 80.4 85.4 
Croatia 70.1 76.4 
Denmark 66.1 71.1 
Germany 64.2 68.5 
Hong Kong 57.6 61.3 
Iceland 68.8 73.3 
Italy 71.0 83.8 
Korea 60.6 65.6 
Luxembourg 65.8 74.7 
Macao 58.5 62.9 
New Zealand 71.9 76.4 
Poland 74.9 83.5 
Portugal 69.2 79.6 
Qatar 70.3 62.8 
Turkey 68.4 75.8 
Equation Statistics 
Number of observations 55,730 
Adjusted R2 0.952 
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Table 3: Marginal probabilities for parental satisfaction with various aspects of 
school 
 
 Disciplinary Atmosphere* Provides Regular 
Information** 
Does Good Job in 
Educating 
Students*** 
Determining variables Marginal 
probability 
Z value Marginal 
Probability 
Z 
value 
Marginal 
probability 
Z 
value 
Respondent is Mother -0.009 -2.45 -0.009 -2.34 -0.004 -1.45 
Age of Respondent: (Referenced category: under 36 years)       
36-45 years 0.034 2.29     
46+ years 0.041 2.74     
Highest Occupational Parental Occupational Class: 
(Referenced category: Blue collar, low skilled) 
      
White collar, high skilled -0.012 -1.87 -0.030 -4.34 -0.013 -2.76 
White collar, low skilled -0.018 -2.70 -0.023 -3.25 -0.011 -2.11 
Blue collar, low skilled 0.016 2.37 0.009 1.19 0.007 1.39 
Highest Parental education in years -0.003 -4.44 -0.002 -3.48 -0.003 -6.67 
Immigrant   0.023 3.94 0.007 1.62 
State school 
-0.086 -15.73 -0.072 
-
13.00 -0.046 
-
12.40 
School size 0.000 -1.49   0.000 3.00 
Class size 0.001 3.92     
Students grouped by ability:       
Some subjects 0.006 1.51 0.004 0.92   
All subjects -0.008 -1.52 0.016 3.15   
Proportion of girls in the school 0.065 7.93 -0.031 -3.88 0.009 1.59 
Student-teacher ratio   -0.001 -2.99   
Proportion of computers connected to the web     0.011 1.60 
Academic selection: 
(Referenced category: No role for academic selection) 
      
Academic selection considered -0.001 -0.27 0.006 1.40 0.004 1.27 
Academic selection is a prerequisite 0.028 5.32 0.023 4.80 0.011 3.05 
Child's scores in PISA tests       
Mathematics 0.000 6.72 0.000 2.93 0.000 7.38 
Reading 0.000 2.13 0.000 -0.34 0.000 2.06 
Science  0.000 -1.33 0.000 -4.36 0.000 -1.41 
Country (Referenced country: Turkey)       
Colombia* -0.013 -1.07 0.192 44.20 0.088 22.97 
Croatia* -0.003 -0.27 0.138 23.17 0.055 11.05 
Denmark* -0.108 -6.47 0.040 3.76 -0.065 -5.62 
Germany* 
-0.100 -7.16 -0.127 
-
10.09 -0.076 -7.28 
Italy -0.002 -0.21 0.145 21.31 0.071 15.60 
Hong Kong 
-0.024 -1.73 -0.146 
-
10.21 -0.173 
-
11.32 
Iceland -0.050 -3.35 0.133 19.00 -0.009 -0.99 
Korea -0.126 -8.96 -0.037 -3.43 -0.103 -9.37 
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Luxembourg 0.013 1.08 -0.055 -3.78 -0.029 -3.10 
Macao -0.108 -6.58 0.017 1.32 -0.145 -9.35 
New Zealand 0.006 0.52 0.138 21.99 0.037 5.71 
Poland -0.029 -2.58 0.207 52.14 0.035 6.31 
Portugal -0.025 -2.12 0.129 19.58 0.023 3.77 
Qatar 0.007 0.32 -0.019 -0.85 0.054 5.16 
* Dependent variable is 1 if the parent strongly agrees or disagrees that he/she is happy with the 
disciplinary atmosphere in the school; is 0, if the parent disagrees or strongly disagrees. 
The equation was estimated on 54,416 observations; pseudo R2=0.0208. 
** Dependent variable is 1 if the parent strongly agrees or disagrees that school provides regular 
and useful information; is 0, if the parent disagrees or strongly disagrees.  The equation was 
estimated on 57,899 observations; pseudo R2=0.0835. 
*** Dependent variable is 1 if the parent strongly agrees or disagrees that the school does a good job 
educating its students; is 0, if the parent disagrees or strongly disagrees. The equation was 
estimated on 61,628 observations; pseudo R2=0.0477. 
 
 
Table 4. The Decomposition of the proportion of parents satisfied with the 
disciplinary atmosphere in their children's school: Italy versus Germany 
 
Sample 
Average 
German characteristics  
evaluated at Italian coefficients 
Italian  characteristics  
evaluated at German 
coefficients 
PI – PG Attributes 
Difference* 
Residual Attributes 
Difference** 
Residual 
78.6 – 
70.4= 8.2 
78.6- 79.2 =-
0.6  
79.2 - 70.4 
= 8.8 
68.9 - 70.4 = 
-1.5 
78.6 – 
68.9 =9.7 
PI and PG are the proportions of parents in, respectively, Italy and Germany, who are satisfied 
with the disciplinary atmosphere in their children's schools.  
* Characteristics difference: holding coefficients constant at Italian values, this difference 
represents the difference between Italy and Germany in the proportions of satisfied parents 
resulting from inter-country differences in characteristics.  
** Characteristics difference: holding coefficients constant at German values, this difference 
represents the difference between Italy and Germany in the proportions of satisfied parents 
resulting from inter-country differences in characteristics. 
 
 
Table 5.The Decomposition of the proportion of parents satisfied with feedback 
on their children's progress at school: Italy versus Germany 
 
Sample 
Average 
German characteristics 
evaluated at Italian coefficients 
Italian  characteristics 
evaluated at German 
coefficients 
PI – PG Attributes 
Difference* 
Residual Attributes 
Difference** 
Residual 
81.9– 
45.8= 36.1 
81.9- 82.7 =-
0.8  
82.7 - 45.8 
= 36.9 
51.0 - 45.8 = 
5.2 
81.9-
51.0=30.9 
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PI and PG are the proportions of parents in, respectively, Italy and Germany, who are satisfied 
with the feedback on their children's progress at school.  
*Characteristics difference: holding coefficients constant at Italian values, this difference 
represents the difference between Italy and Germany in the proportions of satisfied parents 
resulting from inter-country differences in characteristics.  
** Characteristics difference: holding coefficients constant at German values, this difference 
represents the difference between Italy and Germany in the proportions of satisfied parents 
resulting from inter-country differences in characteristics. 
 
 
Table 6.The Decomposition of the proportion of parents satisfied with the school 
doing a good job: Italy versus Germany 
 
Sample 
Average 
German characteristics  
evaluated at Italian coefficients 
Italian  characteristics  
evaluated at German 
coefficients 
PI – PG Attributes 
Difference* 
Residual Attributes 
Difference** 
Residual 
92.4– 
76.5= 15.9 
92.4- 95.0 =-
2.6 
95.0- 76.5 = 
18.5 
73.5 - 76.5= -3.0 92.4-
73.5=18.9 
PI and PG are the proportions of parents in, respectively, Italy and Germany, who are satisfied 
with the school doing a good job in educating is children.  
* Characteristics difference: holding coefficients constant at Italian values, this difference 
represents the difference between Italy and Germany in the proportions of satisfied parents 
resulting from inter-country differences in characteristics.  
** Characteristics difference: holding coefficients constant at German values, this difference 
represents the difference between Italy and Germany in the proportions of satisfied parents 
resulting from inter-country differences in characteristics. 
